Mannose binding lectin: genetics and autoimmune disease.
Mannose binding lectin (MBL) is a serum protein with structure and functions similar to those of complement factor C1q, and is a key molecule in innate immunity. Interestingly, absence or extremely low concentration of serum MBL (MBL deficiency) seems to be a risk factor for occurrence of autoimmune diseases, in particular systemic lupus erythematosus. In addition, individuals with MBL deficiency are at risk of infection when in immunocompromised conditions. The concentration of serum MBL is greatly influenced by relatively common single nucleotide polymorphisms of the MBL gene. Therefore, typing of the MBL gene, or measurement of serum MBL may be valuable for determining the risk of infections in patients with systemic autoimmune diseases, who frequently undergo immunosuppressive therapies. MBL deficiency may also be a risk factor for atherosclerosis and arterial thrombosis, both being common complications of autoimmune diseases. On the other hand, MBL may be pathological in tissue injuries, and the precise roles of MBL in autoimmune diseases, and the value of MBL gene typing or serum MBL measurement in a clinical setting are yet to be clarified. Recently, presence of anti-MBL autoantibodies in sera of SLE patients has been reported. The significance of this autoantibody remains to be elucidated.